HOW TO PREPARE FOR AN MCSE EXAM

This section contains everything you need to know about taking the certification exam. It includes identification of the resources you will need to prepare for the exam; instructions on how to register for the exam; a representation of the probable physical circumstances of the exam situation; a detailed description of the various formats in which the exam is presented; and suggestions about the strategies you should adopt in taking each type of exam.

Study Resources

Preparing for Microsoft Windows certification tests requires that you obtain and study materials that provide comprehensive information about the tested product and its capabilities, as they will appear on your specific exam. In addition to using one of the NetAbility Series texts from EMCParadigm, you can use the following materials to help you study and prepare:

*
The Windows product CD includes comprehensive online documentation and related materials; it should be a primary resource when you are preparing for the test.

*
The exam preparation materials, practice tests, and self-assessment exams on the Microsoft Training & Certification page at http://www.microsoft.com/traincert/default.asp From this page you can download demos and samples of Microsoft testing innovations. This site also includes links to Microsoft Press and TechNet (see below).

In addition, you will probably find the following materials useful in your quest for expertise:

*
Microsoft training kits—Microsoft Press offers training kits that target specific certification exams. For more information, visit http://www.microsoft.com/mspress. These training kits contain information that you will find useful in preparing for the test.

*
Microsoft TechNet—This monthly DVD- or CD-based publication delivers numerous electronic titles. Its offerings include product facts, technical notes, tools and utilities, and information on how to access Seminars Online training materials. A subscription to TechNet costs $299 per year, but it is well worth the price. Visit http://www.microsoft.com/technet/ and check the information under the Subscribe to TechNet link for more details.

Taking a Certification Exam
Once you have prepared for your exam, you need to register with a testing center. Each computer-based MCP exam costs $100, and if you don't pass, you may retest for an additional $100 for each additional try. There are limits affecting how often you can attempt these tests, with the intention of giving you a cooling-off period if you do not initially succeed with the exam you attempt. In the United States and Canada, Prometric and Virtual University Enterprises (VUE) administer the tests. You can contact them in any of the following ways:

*
Prometric—You can sign up for a user account or to take a test through the company’s Web site at http://www.prometric.com/. Or, you can register by phone at 800-755-3926 (within the United States or Canada) or at 410-843-8000 (outside the United States and Canada).

*
Virtual University Enterprises—You can sign up for a test or get the phone numbers for local testing centers through the Web page at http://www.vue.com/ms/.

To sign up for a test, you must possess a valid credit card when you contact either company. If you have any sort of voucher for testing, you should have its number available upon initial contact. Additionally, you can contact either company for mailing instructions to send them a check (in the United States) but you will not be allowed to register at that time. Only when your check has cleared can you actually register for a test in this manner.

To schedule an exam, call the number or visit either of the Web pages at least one day in advance. To cancel or reschedule an exam, you must call before 7 p.m. Pacific standard time the day before the scheduled test time (or you may be charged, even if you do not appear to take the test). When you want to schedule a test, have the following information ready:

*
Your name, organization, and mailing address

*
Your Microsoft Test ID (Inside the United States, this means your Social Security number; citizens of other nations should call ahead to find out what type of identification number is required to register for a test.)

*
The name and number of the exam you wish to take

*
If you have a preference, the name and ID number of the testing location where you wish to take your exam

*
A method of payment (As we have already mentioned, a credit card is the most convenient method, but alternate means can be arranged in advance, if necessary.)

Once you sign up for a test, you will be informed as to when and where the test is scheduled and given a confirmation number. Remember that confirmation number in case of testing irregularities the day of the test or subsequent to that date. Testing centers have different requirements but it is a good practice to arrive at least 15 minutes early.

The Exam Situation

When you arrive at the testing center where you scheduled your exam, you will need to sign in with an exam coordinator. He or she will ask you to show two forms of identification, one of which must be a photo ID. After you have signed in and your time slot arrives, you will be asked to store any books, bags, or other items you brought with you outside of the testing room itself. It is best to leave them in your vehicle rather than out in the open. Then you will be escorted into a closed room.

All exams are completely closed-book. In fact, you will not be permitted to take anything with you into the testing area, other than the blank sheet of paper and a pencil (or pen). In some cases, testing facilities use an erasable plastic sheet and an erasable pen, but you can still request good old paper and pencil if you would rather. Before the exam, you should memorize as much of the important material as you can, so you can write that information on the blank sheet as soon as you enter the testing room and are seated in front of the computer. Do this before you even log in for your test. Your time does not start until you log in and you can refer to this piece of paper anytime you like during the test. At the end of your exam you will have to surrender the sheet as you leave the room and get your printed results.

You will have some time to compose yourself, to record your memorized information on your scratch paper, and to take a sample orientation exam before you begin the real thing. On your first certification exam, we suggest you take that sample orientation test before taking your exam, but because they are all more or less identical in layout, behavior, and controls, you probably will not need to do this more than once.

All Microsoft certification exams allow a certain maximum amount of time in which to complete your work (this time is indicated on the exam by an on-screen counter/clock, so you can check the time remaining whenever you like). All Microsoft certification exams are computer generated. In addition to multiple choice, you will encounter select and place (drag and drop), create a tree (categorization and prioritization), drag and connect, and build list and reorder (list prioritization) on most exams. Although this may sound quite simple, the questions are constructed not only to check your mastery of basic facts and figures, but they also require you to evaluate one or more sets of circumstances or requirements. Often, you will be asked to give more than one answer to a question. Likewise, you might be asked to select the best or most effective solution to a problem from a range of choices, all of which are technically correct. Taking the exam is quite an adventure, and it involves real thinking.

When you complete a Microsoft certification exam, the software will tell you whether you have passed or failed immediately after you submit your final question. If you need to retake an exam, you will have to schedule a new test with Prometric or VUE and pay another $100. Note: The first time you fail a test, you can retake the test the next day. However, if you fail a second time, you must wait 14 days before retaking that test. The 14-day waiting period remains in effect for all retakes after the second failure.

Microsoft’s Testing Formats

Currently, Microsoft uses four different testing formats:

*
Case study

*
Fixed length

*
Adaptive

*
Short form

The case study approach is used with Microsoft’s design exams. These exams consist of a set of case studies that you must analyze to enable you to answer questions related to the case studies. Such exams include one or more case studies (tabbed topic areas), each of which is followed by 4 to 10 questions. The question types for design exams and for Core Four Windows 2000 exams are multiple choice, build list and reorder, create a tree, drag and connect, and select and place. Depending on the test topic, some exams are totally case-based, whereas others are not.

Other Microsoft exams employ advanced testing capabilities that might not be immediately apparent. Although the questions that appear are primarily multiple choice, the logic that drives them is more complex than older Microsoft tests, which use a fixed sequence of questions, called a fixed-length test. Some questions employ a sophisticated user interface, which Microsoft calls a simulation, to test your knowledge of the software and systems under consideration in a more or less “live” environment that behaves just like the real software. 

For some exams, Microsoft has turned to a well-known technique, called adaptive testing, to establish a test-taker’s level of knowledge and product competence. Adaptive exams look the same as fixed-length exams, but they use software to statistically “discover” the level of difficulty at which an individual test-taker can correctly answer questions. Test-takers with differing levels of knowledge or ability therefore see different sets of questions; individuals with high levels of knowledge or ability are presented with a smaller set of more difficult questions, whereas individuals with lower levels of knowledge are presented with a larger set of easier questions. Two individuals may answer the same percentage of questions correctly, but the test-taker with a higher knowledge or ability level will score higher because his or her questions are worth more.

Also, the lower-level test-taker will probably answer more questions than his or her more knowledgeable colleague. This explains why adaptive tests use ranges of values to define the number of questions and the amount of time it takes to complete the test.

Adaptive tests work by evaluating the test-taker’s most recent answer. A correct answer leads to a more difficult question (and the test software’s estimate of the test-taker’s knowledge and ability level is raised). An incorrect answer leads to a less difficult question (and the test software’s estimate of the test-taker’s knowledge and ability level is lowered). This process continues until the test has a statistical certainty of the test-taker’s true ability level. The exam ends when the test-taker’s performance demonstrates an acceptable level of knowledge and ability, or when the maximum number of items has been presented (in which case, the test-taker is almost certain to fail).

Microsoft also introduced a short-form test for its most popular tests. This test delivers 30 questions to its takers, giving them exactly 60 minutes to complete the exam. This type of exam is similar to a fixed-length test, in that it allows readers to jump ahead or return to earlier questions, and to cycle through the questions until the test is done. Microsoft does not use adaptive logic in this test, but claims that statistical analysis of the question pool is such that the 30 questions delivered during a short-form exam conclusively measure a test-taker’s knowledge of the subject matter in much the same way as an adaptive test. You can think of the short-form test as a kind of “greatest hits” (that is, such a test will cover the most important questions) version of an adaptive exam on the same topic. Note: On numerous occasions, test-takers have reported that some of the Microsoft exams can appear as a combination of adaptive and fixed-length questions.

Microsoft tests can come in any of these forms or combinations. Whatever you encounter, you must take the test in whichever form it appears; you cannot choose one form over another. If anything, it pays more to prepare thoroughly for an adaptive exam than for a fixed-length or a short-form exam: The penalties for answering incorrectly are built into the test itself on an adaptive exam, whereas the layout remains the same for a fixed-length or short-form test, no matter how many questions you answer incorrectly. 

Tip: The biggest difference between an adaptive test and a fixed-length or short-form test is that on a fixed-length or short-form test, you can revisit questions after you have read them over one or more times. On an adaptive test, you must answer the question when it is presented and will have no opportunity to revisit that question later.

Testing Format Strategies

Before you choose a test-taking strategy, you must know which type of test yours will be: case study based, fixed length, short form, or adaptive. When you begin your exam, you will know right away if the test is based on case studies. The interface will consist of a tabbed window that allows you to easily navigate through the sections of the case.

If you are taking a test that is not based on case studies, the software should tell you that the test is adaptive; or if your introductory materials fail to mention this, you are probably taking a fixed-length test (50 to 70 questions). If the total number of questions involved is 25 to 30, you are likely taking a short-form test. Some combination exams announce themselves by indicating that they will start with a set of adaptive questions, followed by fixed-length questions.

Tip: You will be able to tell for sure if you are taking an adaptive, fixed-length, or short-form test by the first question. If it includes a checkbox that lets you mark the question for later review, you are taking a fixed-length or short-form test. If the total number of questions is 25 to 30, it is a short-form test; if more than 30, it is a fixed-length test. Adaptive test questions can be visited (and answered) only once, and they include no such checkbox.

The Case Study Exam Strategy

Most test-takers find that the case study type of test used for the design exams is the most difficult to master. When it comes to studying for a case study test, your best bet is to approach each case study as a standalone test. When studying a case’s material, carefully read all tabbed information. Reportedly, the biggest challenge you will encounter is overcoming that feeling that there is not enough time to finish all of the presented cases.

Tip: Each case provides in-depth material that you will need to read and interpret before you can effectively answer the questions that follow. A trick when taking case study exams is to first scan the case study to get its highlights. Make sure you read the overview section of the case so that you understand the context of the problem at hand. Then, quickly move on and scan the questions.

As you are scanning the questions, make mental notes to yourself so that you will remember which sections of the case study you should focus on. Some case studies may provide a fair amount of extraneous information that you do not really need to answer the questions. The goal when using a scanning approach is to avoid having to analyze or remember material that is not relevant.

It is important to answer each and every question. You will be able to toggle back and forth from case to questions, and from question to question within a case testlet. However, once you leave the case and move on, you may not be able to return to it. You may want to take notes while reading useful information so you can refer to them when you tackle the test questions. It is hard to go wrong with this strategy when taking any kind of Microsoft certification test as long as you do not use up too much of your time taking notes you never get to use.

The Fixed-Length and Short-Form Exam Strategy

Since you can return to all questions as many times as you like, a well-known test-taking tip when taking fixed-length or short-form exams is to first read over the entire exam from start to finish while answering only those questions you feel absolutely sure of. On subsequent passes, you can spend additional time on the more complex questions because you will know how many tough questions you have left and divide your time accordingly.

Fortunately, the Microsoft exam software for fixed-length and short-form tests makes the multiple-visit approach easy to implement. At the top-left corner of each question’s screen is a checkbox that permits you to mark that question for a later visit. Note: Marking questions makes review easier, but you can also return to any question by clicking the Forward or Back button repeatedly.

As you re-read each question, if you answered all those you were sure of and marked for review those that you were unsure of on your first pass, your list should be smaller on each pass until only the hardest ones are left.

Tip: There is at least one potential benefit to reading the exam over completely before answering the more difficult questions: Sometimes, information supplied in later questions sheds more light on earlier questions. At other times, information you read in later questions might jog your memory about facts, figures, or behavior that help you answer earlier questions. Either way, you will come out ahead if you defer those questions about which you are not absolutely sure.

Here are some question-handling strategies that apply to fixed-length and short-form tests. Use them if you have the chance:

*
When returning to a question after your initial read-through, read every word again—otherwise, your mind can fall quickly into a rut. Sometimes, revisiting a question after turning your attention elsewhere lets you see something you missed, but the strong tendency is to see what you have seen before. Try to avoid that tendency.

*
If you return to a question more than twice, try to decide what you do not understand about the question, why answers do not appear to make sense, or what seems to be missing. If you think on the subject even a short time, your subconscious might provide the details you lack, or you might notice the trap that makes the question difficult.

Another counter that Microsoft provides in its software will come in handy—the number of questions completed and questions remaining. For fixed-length and short-form tests, you should budget your time and make sure you have completed one-quarter of the questions when you are one-quarter of the way through the time allotted for the exam, and three-quarters of the questions when you are three-quarters of the way through your time.

If you are not finished when only a few minutes remain, use the rest of your time to quickly finish or guess your way through the remaining questions. Guessing is potentially more valuable than not answering. Blank answers are always wrong, but a guess may turn out to be right. If you do not have a clue about one of the remaining questions, pick an answer at random, (or choose all a’s, b’s, etc.) and move on. The important thing is to submit a finished exam for scoring.

Tip: At the very end of your exam period, you are better off guessing than leaving questions unanswered.

The Adaptive Exam Strategy

On an adaptive exam you should strive to “Get it right the first time.” You cannot skip a question and go to the next one with the hopes of returning later when taking an adaptive test. The testing software uses your answer to the current question when it selects your next question. Therefore, the software gives you only one chance to answer a question. However, you can and should take notes, because sometimes information supplied in earlier questions will shed light on later questions. Just do not waste much time taking notes you may not need.

When you do answer a question correctly, your next question is a more difficult question. This helps the software gauge your level of skill and ability. When you answer a question incorrectly, you are presented with a less difficult question, and the software lowers its current estimate of your skill and ability. This continues until the program settles into a reasonably accurate estimate of what you know and what your probable score will be on average. There will be somewhere between 15 and 30 questions before you complete the test.

The good news is that you will probably finish most adaptive tests in 30 minutes or so if you are prepared. The bad news is that you must know the material being tested. Otherwise you will not do your best on an adaptive test. Some questions are complex and difficult to follow and you are bound to miss one or two at a minimum, even if you are an expert. So the more you know, the better you will do on an adaptive test when you see the occasional weird or unfathomable questions that reportedly appear on these exams.

Tip: Because you cannot always tell in advance if a test is fixed length, short form, or adaptive, you will be best served by preparing for the exam as if it were adaptive. If you prepare for it, you should be ready to pass no matter what kind of test you take. But if you do end up with a fixed-length or short-form test, then use the tips you learned in the preceding section. 

If you encounter a question on an adaptive test that you cannot answer, try to narrow your choices and guess an answer fairly quickly. The way the software works, you may get a more difficult question next, so you will need the time to work it if it is more of the same material as that you guessed.

Question-Handling Strategies

Some interesting trends have become apparent. For those questions that take only a single answer, usually two or three of the answers will be obviously incorrect, and two of the answers will be plausible—but only one will be correct. Unless the answer leaps out at you (if it does, reread the question to look for a trick; sometimes those are the ones you are most likely to get wrong), begin the process of answering by eliminating those answers that are most obviously wrong.

Almost always, at least one answer out of the possible choices for a question can be eliminated immediately because it matches one of these conditions:

*
The answer does not apply to the situation.

*
The answer describes a nonexistent issue, an invalid option, or an imaginary state.

After you eliminate all answers that are obviously wrong, you can apply your retained knowledge to eliminate further answers. Look for items that sound correct but refer to actions, commands, or features that are not present or not available in the situation that the question describes.

If you are still faced with a blind guess among two or more potentially correct answers, reread the question. Try to picture how each of the possible remaining answers would alter the situation. Be especially sensitive to terminology; sometimes the choice of words (“remove” instead of “disable”) can make the difference between a right answer and a wrong one.

Only when you have exhausted your ability to eliminate answers, but remain unclear about which of the remaining possibilities is correct, should you guess at an answer. An unanswered question offers you no points, but guessing gives you at least some chance of getting a question right; just do not be too hasty when making a blind guess. Note: If you are taking a fixed-length or a short-form test, you can wait until the last round of reviewing marked questions (just as you are about to run out of time, or out of unanswered questions) before you start making guesses. You will have the same option within each case study testlet (but once you leave a testlet, you may not be allowed to return to it). If you are taking an adaptive test, you will have to guess to move on to the next question if you cannot figure out an answer some other way. Either way, guessing should be your technique of last resort!

Numerous questions assume that the default behavior of a particular utility is in effect. If you know the defaults and understand what they mean, this knowledge will help you cut through many Gordian knots.

Mastering the Inner Game

In the final analysis, knowledge breeds confidence, and confidence breeds success. If you study the materials in this book carefully and review all the practice questions at the end of each chapter, you should become aware of those areas where additional learning and study are required.

After you have worked your way through the book, take the practice exam in the back of the book and the practice exam available at this Internet Resource Center. Taking tests will provide a reality check and help you identify areas to study further. Make sure you follow up and review materials related to the questions you miss on the practice exams before scheduling a real exam. When you have covered that ground and feel comfortable with the whole scope of the practice exams, then schedule an exam appointment. Only if you score 85 percent or better on everything you try should you proceed to the real thing (otherwise, take additional practice tests and keep trying until you hit this magic number).

Tip: If you take a practice exam and do not score at least 85 percent correct, you will want to practice further. 

Armed with the information in this book and with the determination to augment your knowledge, you should be able to pass the certification exam. However, you need to work at it, or you will spend the exam fee more than once before you finally pass. If you prepare seriously, you should do well.

